Hollins University

Hollins Digital Commons
Mildred E. Persinger Papers

Manuscript Collections

1985

The Non-Governmental Forum: Perspectives, Nairobi '85
Mildred Emory Persinger

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.hollins.edu/persinger-papers
Part of the Women's History Commons

Recommended Citation
Persinger, Mildred Emory, "The Non-Governmental Forum: Perspectives, Nairobi '85" (1985). Mildred E.
Persinger Papers. 38.
https://digitalcommons.hollins.edu/persinger-papers/38

This Government/NGO/Court Document is brought to you for free and open access by the Manuscript Collections
at Hollins Digital Commons. It has been accepted for inclusion in Mildred E. Persinger Papers by an authorized
administrator of Hollins Digital Commons. For more information, please contact lvilelle@hollins.edu,
millerjc@hollins.edu.

t

'\

\

\ \
\

I

,THE NON-GOVERNMENTAL FORUM - PERSPECTIVES

'85

NAIROBI

Nita Barrow D.A.

Perspectives require a background, and the one for this is the
powerful ferment in the world-wide drive for self determination which has
passed unnoticed in many quarters.

A United Nation's progra=e, the

1976-85 Decade for Women, is both response and stimulus to women's quest
for full participation in the institutions g overning their lives.

Yet a

random sample of current publications su g gests that untold thousands of
books and periodicals devoted to the Decade themes - Equality, Development,
and Peace - have appeared in the past ten years without a single

reference

to the Decade or even to society's stake in a more effective contribution
by the female half of the population to furthering these goals.
D~ite its limited visibility, the Decade has mobilized its own
constituency in 150 countries.

Small bureaux have been established in

governments, in the United Nations and most of its affiliated agencies .
Millions of organisation members are part of a movement some observers have
claimed is the most important historical development of the Twentieth Century .
During the Decade for Women thousands of meetings at the local, national
and regional level have been inspired.

Two inter-governmental world

conferences and related non-governmental peoples' meetings have attracted
participants from most of the countries on earth .
The

International Women's Year Conference of the United Nations held in

Mexico in 1975 had a parallel meeting, the Tribune which ran concurrently with
the U. N. Conference .

The concerns of

women at this meeting

were the same as

those expressed in the government meetin g .
The issues of concern1 to women world-wide were expressed in terms of
the main themes of Equality, Development and Peace. However, as discussions
progressed during the meetin g s a g rowing

number of other crucial issues

emerged.
By the end of the official conference, the Declaration of Mexico was
adopted and the Plan of Action hi g hli ghted several important resolutions.
The Declaration of Mexico laid a mandate on non-governmental organizations
to play their part in contributing to and assisting
education

women in all the areas of

and information which would help them to procure their rights .

At

the parallel Tribune there were over 6000 women who were representing nongovernmental organizations as well as being there in their individual capacities.

- 2 -

For many of them it was a first time in a gathering of this nature.

It

provided them with opportunities to share knowledge and exchange information
with each other on an unprecedented scale.

The daily paper published by

the Tribune provided for a further exchange between the Tribune and the
Government Conference of daily events, decisions and discussions.

What

resulted was a conscientization of women and of the outside world to women's
questions and needs.

Oblivion to these cannot occur again.

There has followed a stream of research and analysis, new publications
designed to disseminate its findings and other information relevant to the
Decade.

International and regional centres for training and research,

resource centres and information clearing houses have sprung up in all
geographic regions, changing funding patterns favoring research, development
and legal projects designed to bring women into the main stream of national
life.
The mandate laid on N.G . O.s by the conference was that:
"There should be mutual cooperation between governmental and
non-governmental organizations, women's voluntary agencies,
youth groups, employers and workers' unions, religious
groups, the mass communication media, political parties and
the like in implementing the programme of action for the
second half of the Decade ."
(Programme of Action - Para 100)
In 1980 the mid-decade conference of the United
in Copenhagen.

Nations was convened

The stated objective was to review the progress which had been

made since Mexico and to determine a programme of action for the second half
of the decade.
The main themes of the Decade - Equality, Development and Peace - were
expanded to include sub-themes of equal importance where women were concerned.
They were Employment, Health and Education.
A variety of priority areas of particular relevance to women of "developing
areas" of "developed" countries, and women

of developing countries, also

emerged.
Included in these were rural women, women as food producers, women as
single parent, migrant women, refugee women, nomad women, unemployed women,
and the problems of young women amongst others .
The N.G.O. meeting, held concurrently and designated FORUM '80, ran
parallel to that meeting and provided the opportunity for some 8000 to
exchange views, share experiences and talk not only of the progress they had
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made but of the road ahead and the obstacles they faced.

However, it was

conceded that progress had been made in drawing attention to the needs and
concerns of over 50% of the world's population who hold up half the sky -women.
The road to Nairobi had begun -- a meeting to mark the end of the Decade
was envisioned although the actual venue was decided upon much later.
would be no

There

reversal of progress made although some of the goals seemed a

long way from being attained.
In Nairobi, 15-26 July, the U. N. World Conference to Review and Appraise
the Achievements of the United Nations Decade for Women -

the third of the

Decade series - will attempt to assess the progress, identify obstacles and
devise a strategy for the future.
At the Kenyatta Conference Center delegates in a plenary and two
committees will be confronted by several pounds of documents on implementation
of the Decade programme in the areas of its themes and the sub-themes.

They

will include a summary of governments' and non-governmental organizations'
responses to a massive questionnaire, supplemented by testimony from experts
and research groups .

Delegates will also find reports from United Nations-

realted agencies on their implementation of the Decade programme.
When Nairobi was designated as the site of the 1985 Conference,
negoti~t~s were begun for a meeting of the N. G.O.s to take place at the same
time. ~

he decision was finally made that the'ffe would be an N.G.O. meeting --

FORUM ' 85 was on the way.
Plans began to emerge for the Forum -- the non-governmental meeting.
Discussions of similar topics to those of the World Conference will be taking
place over at the University of Nairobi by several thousand participants in
the FORUM '85.

The forum has been arranged by a planning committee of 60

international non-governmental organizations (NGOs) under the sponsorship of
the Conference of NGOs in Consultative Status with the U. N. Economic and Social
Council and a number of Kenyan women's g roups, also represented on the
planning committee.

A core programme of presentation/discussion sessions

will be interpreted in English, French, Spanish and Swahili.

~

In addition,

several hundred panels, workshops, g roup discussions, exhibits, performances,
demonstrations in such fields as appropriate technology and a handcrafts fair
will facilitate the exchange of views that is FORUM '85's primary objective.
The planning committee will also publish a daily newspaper, professionally
produced, covering both Conference and Forum, distributed to both.
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Two important ways were used of obtaining views of women during the
phase of the preparations for Nairobi.

One was the circulation by the

N.G.O. Secretariat of a short survey of five pages.

This was given wide

circulation and the findings tabulated by a group of women researchers who
volunteered their time.
The other was by the short N.G . O. regional meetings which were held in
conjunction with the official U. N. Regional meetings.

It was from the results

of this survey (which still continues in order to get a wider spread of
opinions) and the conclusions of the women during the workshops held at each
regional meeting that the following comments will be based.
The survey results were returned from Europe, Canada, Australia, U.S .A.,
India, Japan and other countries of Southeast Asia, Sub-Sahara Africa, Latin
America and the Caribbean, North Africa and the Middle East.
A provisional report has been compiled from which some general
observations will be taken.

Actual statistics are available from this document

but it is considered an interim report until all the survey forms received
have been completed.

This provisional report did provide some very useful

information for the regional meeting in Africa as well as the Pre-Conference
Consultation in Vienna and the Regional meeting for the Latin America and
Caribbean meeting in Cuba and the Middle East meeting in Baghdad.
The emphasis on the achievements of the Decade made by the women in the
N. G. O. report does tally in some instances with those of the actions of the
government in the official U.N . appraisal of progress made.
were divergent.
change.

In others they

The area of noticeable agreement was that of attitudinal

These were identified by the women as progress in their societies

in terms of "increased awareness of women's needs, an increased recognition
of women's contributions to society and a change toward a more positive view
of women in general ."
Each regional meeting presented a different view of women from nongovernmental organizations.

What was valuable was the fact that they were

the women of the region, often from local and national organizations and not
necessarily having international links, although some did.

They were the

women who knew what was taking place in their countries and their communi ties
and who had actually contributed to progress made.
This was certainly true of the African Regional meeting held in Arusha,
Tanzania in October of 1984.

Members of twenty-five non-governmental

organizations from seventeen African countries met in Arusha.

They came from
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East and West Africa, from north of the Sahara and from Southern Africa.
They represented Anglophone and Francophone language groups and were ve r y
aware of the problems of Africa .
The themes they identified for discussion were organized by them into
the following groupings:
1 . Equality and Peace
2 . Development
Employment and Education
3. Development
Health, Population, Water, Food and Nutrition
4. Development
Science, Technology, Environment and Habitat
5. Women with Special Needs
Elderly, Apartheid, Refugees, Women in Occupied
Territories, Migrants, Nomads, Abused Women
The groups worked on summarizing their findings in reference to the
categories they had designated into the three sections of
a) Achievements
b) Obstacles
c) Strategies for the future
Highlighted in their achievements were a wide range of national and
regional gains which they perceived as having been made during the decade.
They were realistic in placing these against a background as stated by them
of "overall worsening economic and political conditions in Africa (which) have
adversely affected the conditions of women . . . "
The question of peace is also of great importance in Africa which now has
the la r gest number of refugees in the world (set elsewhere at 1 million) .
They continue to struggle with apartheid and the problems of women in occupied
territories .

Despite this they agreed that progress had been achieved in

various development sectors both nationally and regionally .
One of the first affirmations made by them and agreed as a group was that
despite difficulties and some existing social structures "a new awareness an d
consciousness of self has developed amongst African

women .. . This has helped

women to develop a new sense of confidence in their potential which has led
to increased activity and participation in the development spheres."
enlarged on this with a sense of joy and achievement

They

in their discussion

groups.
Progress was also noted by them time and again in discussion, in the
growing recognition which was given to women and their needs and in the same
vein as the wider survey indicated, they reflected on the attitudinal change
which,s,come about .
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In speaking of progress they noted that:
"Progress has been achieved, not exclusively because of
government action, nor exclusively because of the
determination of N.G.O.s but because they have managed
to use each others' special qualities -- structures,
personnel, conviction and dedication to an objective,
and the ability to mobilize women power."
Lest it be thought that their conclusions were all on the positive side,
they were equally realistic about the obstacles which are impediments to the
realization of the themes they had identified.
They introduced these obstacles by stating:
"Recognizing that the overriding obstacle to women's progress
within the decade lay first in the dual factors of the
increasing poverty throughout the African continent and to
its unhealthy relatige , to the inequities of the current
world economic order we specify various impediments that
affect women in the women's decade areas of Equality,
Development and Peace."
President Nyrere,in his opening speech to the U.N. Regional Preparatory
Conference one day later, again emphasized the constraints under which
African women worked to obtain even the gains made so far.

With considerable

emphasis he stated that poverty was one of these and traced its inevitable
consequences in

the lives of the women of Africa:

"Without exception, African countries are at present underdeveloped and
poor.

It shows in their national income statistics, in their lack of

transport and communications, in their low use of fuel energy in their low
labour productivity, and in a thousand other ways; and the greatest burden of
this poverty is carried by the women of Africa.
and most.

It is they who suffer first

The problem of women's development in Africa is thus inextrically

bound up with the problem of African poverty ."
Yet these women have shown g reat strength and purpose in making full
use of the opportunities which have presented themselves during this period.
The meetings themselves have been showcases of interaction by

persons

from vastly different circumstances, some of whom are learning for the first
time of countries from which others come.

The new awareness that women

everywhere share a basic status - or lack of it - has prompted a flood of
inquiry into diverse cultures and the identification of common elements in
a wide range of life styles.

This search for solidarity, though often

fraught with initial hostility and the pain of challenged values, has even
enabled women in the same country or community for the first time to cross
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.social and economic barriers to form working coalitions .
The dialogue and the resulting action is not limited to "women's issues ►"
the recorded procedings of countless Decade-related meetings prove otherwise .
The thousands of study programs and seminars in the Northern industrialized
countries whic~ have brought women from Southern developing count ries to teach
g.

about th:be' situation as well as that of their hosts, inevitably turn

to

problems of development, trade imbalances, commercial exploitation and the
need for a new economic order.

The thousands of northern women who have

journeyed to Africa and other regions of the South to learn at first hand
what life is like for women there readily understand why a group of African
women's organizations~ chose access to clean water as their priority
for a cooperative Decade project with international organizations.
What have women

achieved?

The consciousness raised, the inter-cultural, international networks of
women and interested men initiated in and out of governmen t and intergovernmental bodies have transformed regional concerns into global issues .
These range from South Pacific determination to rid the region of nuclear
testing, now in the forefront of the world-wide women's peace movement,
to opposition in some developing countries to methods used in marketing
commercial infant formula .

The ensuing global campaign brought one g iant

transnational corporation to its knees and reformed the practices of others .
To cite another example , women's lack of credit in agriculture and smallscale industries in some co untries, perceived at the 1975 International Women's
Year meetings, led a hard-working , persistent north-south group ,
representatives of trade union women, business women and women in government
and donor agencies to establish Women 's World Banking .

Although its assets

are relatively small, but g rowing, its g uaranteed loan program for women
in small business is well underway .
Women Leaders in Banking

Women's World Banking Workshops of

a nd Finance have inspired participants to help

launch Women's World Banking affiliates in their home countries .
the y exist or are being formed in Ghana,

In Africa

Kenya, i.beria, Nigeria, Sierra

Leone, Ivory Coast, Mali, Uga nda and Zimbabwe.
The center of a vital network is the Voluntary Fund for the U. N. Decade
for Women .

Although the Fund is a creature of the United Nations, like the

International Research and Training Institute for the Advancement of
Women (INSTRAW), it depends on voluntary contrib utions from states and
private sources and has genera ted a network of support commi ttees in several
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countries.

These, as well as international non-governmental organizations

which have allied

themselves with the Fund and work with it at project level,

are busily disseminating information about the Fund and the projects it
supports, publicizing needs and the energy and ingenuity of the women who
are working to meet them.
Typical of the most significant

of the hundreds of Fund-supported projects

is an Asian regional project in co-operation with the U.N. Economic and Social
Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) and the Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO).
profits through

It has helped women in the fishing industry expand their

cooperative action and a little seed money.

In Guinea the Fund has also helped fisherwomen improve their production
with a new smoking oven .

In Swaziland, Botswana, Tanzan ia, Zambia , l~otho ,

Senegal and Ivory Coast a Regional Task Force is working on food technology
and textiles; in Ghana, Gambia and Kenya, training in women-owned businesses,
greenbelt and wood-fuel

projects ♦

\later-delivery projects and pre-project

planning are taking place under the Voluntary Fund auspices in Guinea, Kenya,
Sierra Leone and Guinee Bissau .
Another focus of Decade activity is the International Convention on
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, finally
adopted in 1979 by the U. N. General Assembly and now ratified by over
50 states.

Women continue to work for ratification by more governments as they

follow the implementation of the Convention 's provisions in their own
countries.

Such is the interest that the International Women's Tribune Centre

has published a 200 page workbook to assist women in monitoring this and
other international conventions pertaining to women's legal status.
It would be impossible to refer to even an adequate sampling of all
the

catalysing contact points functioning to mobilize the efforts of women

and the advance of their global agenda.

Long standing international

organizations with indigenous national affiliates and newer grassroots groups
have become aware not only of their own needs but of those of the women
of their countries.
What of the Future?
Regional and other meetings and encounters with women in a variety of
situations and countries ha~Q,s hown however that there is

still a large

section of women whose part in the decades' achievement cannot really be
assessed.

They are the marginalized women who for a variety of reasons would

never see a survey, never participate in a meeting • whose struggle is for
}

the barest of existence.
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The daily stories and experiences of drought and famine on the very
continent which the meeting is being held is a forcible reminder of these
large groups of women.
In the big cities of that continent and all others and in the poor
rural areas where women are cut off from what many consider necessities

how

can progress of the decade be really estimated? -- whilst some may see and
acknowledge gains, there are other assessments that in some areas women are
worse off than a decade ago .

It can only be hoped that as women meet again

for the third time in an international setting, that the needs of those not
there to express themselves will be part of both the thinking and the sharing
of solutions for the future .
The setting in Africa at this time will certainly provide an opportunity
to face the realities of the twenty-first century for women.

President

Nyere, in the address to the Arusha Regional meeting for the World Conference
on the Decade for Women, October 9th 1984, stated:
"Women's development is thus not an easy or simple process.
It is many sided.
It involves economic development of the
nation ... in particular it means building new social
attitudes in which all people are regarded as truly of
equal social worth ... The struggle for women's development
has to be conducted by women, not in opposition to men,
but as part of the social development of the whole people . "
The integration of men is important so that all may benefit from
women's tested mana gerial ability, negotiating skill and insight - derived
from viewing much of the public's business from the sidelines.
The international intercultural communication so marked

in the 1976-85

decade must extend to men if the decade objectives are to be met by the
year 2000.
The re will be cause for celebration .

The very fact that women, their

concerns and needs, have come to the forefront, makes this possible .
However there is also the c halleng e to work for realistic solutions to the
obstacles which have emer ged as plans are made for the future .

The dream for

the next fifteen years would be that women working constructively together
with men can show that despite divisions oiaconstraints it is possible to
attain the seemingly unreachable goals of equality, development and peace.

